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Abstract
It is difficult for an outsider to gauge the impact movies have on the collective unconsciousness of the vast majority of Indians.
While it is the cheapest form of entertainment available to the masses, Bollywood movies are also seen as potent unifiers of a 
multi-cultural, multi-lingual nation of 1.2 billion people. Recognizing this, in 2003 the government granted industry status to this 
world of art and Bollywood acquired a formal mandate as a service industry. For an emerging economy like India with 30% 
population below the poverty line, the role of Bollywood is much greater than providing senseless and casual entertainment. As
the combination of all arts, a mantle of gravitas descends on Bollywood. This paper explores the reasons why as an art form and 
therefore a service provider, Bollywood has veered from its social responsibilities and what can be done by all concerned to make 
the Bollywood film makers more socially responsive.
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1. Purpose of the paper
‘Art lives because the world is not perfect. If there is a definite meaning for man’s existence, art would be a 
vehicle to accomplish whatever that happens to be’ [1] - Andrei Tarkovsky, Russian director.
In a multi-cultural, multi-lingual country like India, two things bring the nation together - the game of cricket and 
Bollywood movies. It is difficult for an outsider to gauge the impact movies have on the collective unconsciousness 
of the vast majority in India. Of the 1.2 billion, 14 million Indians go to watch movies everyday and spend an 
equivalent of an average Indian’s daily wages [2]. It is the cheapest form of entertainment available to the masses. 
Movies are chronicles of the history, culture and social mores of the nation and everything that is shown in the 
movies becomes a metaphor for life or a cathartic escape into the world of fantasy. Actors become social icons, 
slavishly aped in real life. Bollywood is very much a service industry capable of influencing the masses.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of AHFE Conference
3544   Suresh Mhatre and Uma Narain /  Procedia Manufacturing  3 ( 2015 )  3543 – 3550 
Tarkovsky has spoken of a fundamental premise about primacy of art to redeem life. Yash Chopra, the doyen of 
Indian film industry, puts films in the realm of art: “Cinema is an art (as) it is a combination of all the arts” [3].
While most practitioners and theorists recognize the discipline of cinema as a collaborative and composite art 
encompassing several genres of classical forms like writing (literature), photography, acting, music, direction and 
many other creative processes; it is also true that film making is part industrial engineering, part commerce and part 
management. As the journey of Indian cinema demonstrates, it is quite possible to stop at the level of entertainment, 
even mindless entertainment. Films do entertain but it is only half truth, as Yash Chopra states: “We go to cinema to 
entertain ourselves but also to learn and ponder” therefore, as a film maker “I have no right to abuse this art” [4] 
(Yash Chopra, 1995). GovindNihalani, a contemporary director, concurs: “My definition of cinema is the film that 
will hold me, provoke my intellect and excite my senses. I do not want to make a commercial film that will lull the 
audience into passivity” [5] (Nihalani, 1995). 
This implies several things: the mandate for cinema is not only to entertain by representing life at status quo but 
also to make living meaningful by asking questions, juxtaposing ideas, raising consciousness and also staying on to 
participate in the process of change. So at one end of the spectrum, a film provides entertainment and cathartic 
escape to the weary, at the other, it is ‘boundless in its scope and endless in its possibilities’ [6] (Rajamannar, 1955). 
This is the quintessential role of cinema as an art form and the highest service for the masses and the classes 
alike.Strangely, today, most film makers in Bollywood have veered from this responsibility as service providers to 
millions of Indians, especially people in rural areas who are denied the benefit of education or employment. They 
are the ones most likely to imitate movies and it is the film maker’s call to opiate or provide wholesome oeuvre. 
Today, Bollywood has lost its intended purpose as pure art form. It is stuck in the mire of pure commerce and 
technology. The intent of this paper is to narrate and analyse the present system from within and without for possible 
wisdom by literature creation. If cinema has to play the role of service to society, content should become the king. 
How can Bollywood films be evaluated as per the critical theories of art forms that are sadly missing from discourse 
on Bollywood. Good critical review will automatically take movies from a mere tool of opiate entertainment to an 
awakened educator of sensibility and civil citizenship.
In order to understand the change, the authors reviewed the socio-political history of emergence of Bollywood
and the Indian society in which it evolved. This was used to trace the path Bollywood took from the 1930’s and 
understand the reasons how it transformed from a service with a strong social impact to a commercial industry. The 
authors analyzed the challenges facing socially committed film makers by conducting a single paradigmatic case 
study.
2. Evolution of Indian cinema
The past 110 years of Indian cinema can be divided into four parts: 
x The early years from 1900 to mid-40’s – (the Colonial era)
x The Nehruvian era (of nation rebuilding) from late 40’s to 70’s
x The Bollywood era from 80’s till date
x The Past Decade.
2.1. The Colonial Era
Thestory of Bollywood began with Dada SahibPhalke in 1905 with ‘Raja Harishchandra’. Inspired by the short 
films of the Lumiere Brothers, Phalke learnt the art of film making in London and gave up lucrative offers from 
British companies to make films in India. Almost all his subjects were drawn from Indian mythology where good 
always triumphed over evil. This was a time tested method of imparting education to illiterate masses of India. 
Phalke made over 150 such films and made large social impact. He is therefore rightfully called the father of the 
Indian film industry. He was followed by many Indians, particularly the Parsee community (like Sorab Modi) who 
took to film making in the same vein. While the earlier films were silent, the first Indian film talkie ('AlamAra') was 
produced in the 30’s and soon films were being produced in every major Indian language.
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In this era, society had not changed much and life was simpler with well-established social norms. Film makers 
therefore continued the tradition of using mythology for education of the illiterate, rural masses. Films imitated life 
and provided a service by holding a mirror to society; making viewers reflect on the social norms and life.
2.2. The NehruvianEra
However, it was in the 40’s that the Indian film industry took wings. While political subjects were frowned upon 
by the British (who were by then packing their bags to leave India for good); Indian film makers supported the 
socio-political climate created by Gandhiji with respect to changing social mores. These subjects were the need of 
the hour for a society struggling to cast off burdens of a medieval society. Therefore, subjects like upliftment of 
Harijans (untouchables) – Bimal Roy’s ‘Sujata’ and ’Do BighaZamin’ on plight of landless labourers–Mohan 
Kumar’s ‘Anpad’ on eradication of illiteracy; rehabilitation of dacoits/prostitutes – Moni Bhattacharya’s 
‘MujheJeeneDo’ or Muzzafar Ali’s ‘UmraoJaan’; Boost for trade union –Ram Mukherjee’s ‘Leader’, etc. dominated 
the screens.
With India attaining freedom from the British rule, social mores began to change. In this era, content was still 
king as can be seen from the list of Filmfare award winners – India’s oldest film awards. Films played a role of 
enhancing sensitivity of the viewer; challenging their intellect and forcing to think / question decadent social norms.
However, in spite of being a multi-million dollar industry, films continued to be funded by individuals out of 
passion (film makers like Raj Kapoor and Dev Anand). In the 60’s as costs continued to rise and a star system was 
getting formed, film financing became increasingly difficult. It is an open secret that the underworld began financing 
films during this time and many a talented but desperate producer sought their patronage. This was the beginning of 
interference with the artistic sensibilities of a film maker and the assertion of the commercial compulsions.
2.3. The Bollywood Era
In the 70’s, the Stars were bigger than the film makers. Actor Rajesh Khanna delivered 17 super hits in a row 
playing more or less the same soft romantic hero. He was nick- named ‘The Phenomenon’ by the Bollywood press 
(which by now had settled down into an industry by itself). The costing was now skewed to accommodate the 
commercial demands of the stars and filmmakers had to hedge their increased risks by veering towards a more 
populist cinema. Very few of these films therefore,dealt with deep social issues and were more or less dance and 
drama entertainers. The era of mindless entertainment had dawned. 
Going to the movies became accepted as a family outing and Filmfare awards which had hitherto been awards 
reflecting quality transformed into popular awards. There were attempts made by several film makers to stick to the 
concept of film as a means of social change; however these were termed as parallel cinema (examples: ‘Ardh Satya’,
‘Ankur’ ‘GaramHawa’).It must however be mentioned that during this era, parallel regional language films 
(especially Marathi, Tamil, Telagu, Bengali) continued to experiment with socially relevant subjects and actors like 
Dada Kondke, M G Ramachandran, N T Ramamrao, Uttam Kumar and others had reached cult status.
2.4. The past decade
This decade has been characterized by increasing crime rate; changes in social mores due to inclusive growth, 
greater urbanization, changing social order/norms; decay of joint families; increased complexity of life. There is 
therefore a greater demand on cinema to play a social role; unfortunately with shorter durations in theatres, there is 
lesser discussion and introspection on the issues raised.  
In the past decade, the cost of film making has increased phenomenally mainly because of the cost of stars. 
Producers are faced with two equally tough choices: either cast big stars and pay phenomenal fees or hire smaller 
actors and invest in major publicity campaigns to ensure initial draw and box office success. Yash Raj Chopra – the 
late head of Yash Raj Films, the biggest of the Bollywood studios, is said to have declared “Films do not fail, film 
budgets do”.
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Success of films, earlier measured by the number of weeks it ran in theatres, is today measured in box office 
earnings; and there is a scramble to get into the Rs. 100 crore box office revenue club (U$D 160 Million). Only then 
do the films earn the moniker ‘super-duper hit’ and earn the director and the star lasting fame in Bollywood.In 
defense of Bollywood, it must be said that there were instances wherein films stuck to the call of the times. Some 
examples would be ‘Chak De’ which emphasized the need to put the nation ahead of regional identities. The 
opening scene, wherein each player of the national women’s hockey team introduces herself from the region she 
hails from, is now iconic or ‘Lagaan’ which used the cricket as a forum for fighting the imperialistic rule; ‘3 Idiots’
where students react to parental/social pressures in choosing careers and fight for personal choiceand 
‘LageRahoMunnabhai’ which revived the Gandhian philosophy of willful non-cooperation rather than restoring to 
violence to resolve issues.
In recent years, only Aamir Khan (like ShabanaAzmi of the 70’s) stands out as an actor committed to social 
causes. Apart from the films he has selected for himself, he has espoused social causes outside of films. His TV 
series, ‘Satya MevaJayate’ dealt with social ills and provided solutions for these causes. The profits from the series 
went into a trust which funded the fight against these social evils. 
3. Cost of film making
Of the 1,500 films produced by Bollywood every year, only a few are declared hits and even fewer super-duper 
hits. None of the films really deal with difficult subjects. To ensure box office success, producers stick to the same, 
safe, proven ‘formula’ and stars. Signing a big star ensures easy flow of finance and a good opening. Word of mouth 
then carries the film to box office success. 
In the past decade, as tickets soared, pirates began making a killing by selling illegal copies in the fast growing 
DVD market and siphoning off a large and significant part of the film earnings. To counter rampant piracy, 
producers resorted to ‘saturation bombing’ i.e. releasing the film in thousands of theatres ensuring that vast majority 
of the film fans get an opportunity to see the film in the first weekend. Thus there arefewer chances for pirates to 
copy and distribute the film.Saturation bombing needs big stars and big Publicity &Advertisement (P&A) budgets to 
ensure big openings. Smaller film makers are able to produce content based quality films but do not get commercial 
success due to small budgets, lesser known stars and limited releases. The key differentiator is the budget for the 
actors and P&A. Small budget films cost a fraction of a big budget. In Table-1wepresent the break-up of expenses of 
small and big budget film makers.
Table 1.Break up of costs of film making.
Sr. No. Cost Head % Break up of Expenses
Big Budget Films Small Budget Films [8]
1 Ideation/Story 0.5 0.5
2 Screenplay & Dialogues 0.5 0.5
3 Pre-production (locations, casting) 0.5 0.5
4 Talent (Actors, Director) (40, 05) (25, 0.5)
5 Production 20 25
6 Music/SFX 1.0 0.05
7 Editing (editor, editing labs) 2.5 0.05
8 Publicity & Advertising 25 45
9 Distribution 5 2.0
Total Cost (in Million U$D) 150 10
4. From art to commerce 
There are several reasons why films have deteriorated into ‘crass commercialism’ in recent times:
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4.1. Changes in society
Indian society has dramatically changed in the past two decades. It is now an indolent society needing instant 
gratification. Young adults have shorter attention spans (the days of a three hour Bollywood song and dance 
extravaganza are long gone) and are subject to higher levels of stress and tensions than previous generations. 
In late 2014, the Chief of the Censure Board tried to curb bad language from films. Moreover, any scene 
depicting sex or violence is heavily censured even for adult cinema and scenes depicting smoking or drinking have 
to carry statutory warning messages on screen. None of these efforts have been received well and have been 
condemned by all sections of society and cine goers.A stressed generation perhaps needs an opiate to survive.
4.2. Difficulty in getting finance for films
Though the film making has been given the status of an industry, it is still without bank funding as scheduled 
commercial banks do not understand the risks and the myriad ways of operation of the industry. As such, they find 
the risks unacceptable. However, costs continue to rise due to the star system and growing demands of film unions, 
creating further barriers to content based films.
4.3. Support from the government
Inthe 60’s, inorder to encourage local cinema,the French Government set up a chain of cinemas throughout the 
country side and since then French cinema has never looked back. The Indian government set up the National Film 
Development Corporation (NFDC) in the 70’s to finance good cinema and state governments have provision for 
funding regional language films. However for various reasons, they have failed to provide the much needed flip to 
good cinema. Even the state run television stations do not encourage good cinema but screen Hindi ‘pot-boilers’ to 
win the ratings war and earn additional revenue through TV advertisements.
A few films a year receive tax exemptions and this considerably lowers ticket prices spurring ticket sales. 
However, these are too far and few in between to really encourage content based cinema.
As recent as April 2015, a State government decided to enforce a long forgotten rule for multiplexes which 
required them to screen regional films during prime time – it backfired on the government as it was introduced 
suddenly without taking the key stakeholders into confidence.
5. Experience with film making
The author has had first-hand experience [9] with film economics (Bollywood style) during the making and 
release of ‘SulemaniKeeda’ - the writers bitten by the Bollywood bug - a full length Hindi film which he co-
produced in 2013 and released in Dec 2014.After over 30 years in corporate world, the author returned to his first 
Fig. 1.Poster of SulemaniKeeda.
SulemaniKeeda (The Writers) – Produced by Tulsea Pictures; 
Co-produced by Mantra Runaway Pvt.Ltd. and Directed by 
Amit Masurkar is a story of 2 writers struggling to make it big 
in the Hindi film industry. Both have the Bollywood bug – the 
‘SulemaniKeeda’. A young girl enters their life briefly and the 
interaction changes all 3 lives forever. The film explores a 
‘coming of age’ for the 3 young people while examining the 
choices young people make.
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love, the cinema albeit with a far richer experience and skill-sets. The challenge was to use these skills in creating 
meaningful films within the commercial constraints of small-budget film maker. The film was made on a shoe string 
budget of U$D 100,000 and did average business during its three week run at the box office. See Table 1(column for 
small budget films) for break-up of the film budget. There were several factors for the film breaking even which are 
worth studying. In each phase of the film making, conscious decisions were taken by the producers to keep costs 
low without compromising on the content. These are discussed below.
5.1.1. Pre-production
Keeping in view the subject, the producers decided against casting well known stars and opted for a cast of first 
time actors. Incidentally, all three main protagonists agreed to take a percentage of the profits rather than a one-time 
fee as per the prevailing norm. The whole film was shot in and around Mumbai using guerrilla filming (filming in 
crowded locales with hidden cameras) to save costs and time.
Pre-production was meticulously planned like Hollywood films, but less prevalent in Bollywood. The author’s 
background in Industrial Engineering was useful in carefully planning the shooting schedules thus keeping costs low 
without compromising the artistic sensibilities of the director and the cinematographer. 
5.1.2. Production
Use of small units for camera and sound recording - a total of ten person crew shot the entire film, a featunheard 
of in Bollywood which is used to a technical crew of hundreds. Even the ‘spot boys’ were limited and hot lunches a 
luxury. Make-up and costumes were minimal and added to the authentic look and feel of the film. Similarly, the film 
was shot in 2K format rather than the more expensive 4K format as it was expected that the film would be released 
in smaller theatres and TV channels rather than cinemascope screens with Dolby sound. However, use of high end
digital cameras ensured lower spend on lights and associated cost of light boys/grips and transport.
The key in saving costs was also the fewer number of days in shooting – the film was completed in eighteen days 
as opposed to an average of 45 to 60 days required for an average big budget film.
5.1.3. Post production
This was done using smaller editing facilities but no compromise was made in the quality of the final product.
The director actually did a ‘rough cut’ of the film on an Apple Mac working from home! 
5.1.4. P&A/Distribution
For about a year, in spite of the film winning rave reviews in film festivals, there was no activity. Traditional 
distribution companies could not scale down from their established norms and demanded huge budgets for the 
release. In the absence of known stars, they wanted large P&A budgets to get the film across to the audiences. This 
would involve print and TV ads as well as appearances for the actors in known TV talk shows to garner publicity. 
As there was no money for publicity, the producers had to think afresh and have, in the process, set the tone for 
future low budget films. For starters, the producers clearly defined their target audience which was young 
collegians, particularly in urban and semi-urban areas. Thus theatres in and around one km radius from leading 
colleges were identified in the six leading urban areas. It was decided to release the film only in these limited 
theatres.
As print and TV ad campaigns are frightfully expensive, the producers decided to explore a media which 
youngsters are familiar with but which had been used in a limited way to promote films – the Internet/Social Media. 
Trailers were released on the net and Facebook and Twitter was used to the maximum. The main actors and the 
director made personally appearances during college festivals and road shows. Also WhatsApp promos were used to 
target the young college going crowd. A buzz was created around the film weeks prior to the release and the hype 
generated was equal to that generated through traditional P&A techniques with much, much larger budgets.
The only thing the producers could not manage was the timing of the release. College crowds respond best during 
holidays i.e. Diwali and X’mas; however, these dates were booked by big starrer films for their releases and their 
saturation bombing techniques ensured that no theatres were available for any other film during that holiday period. 
‘SulemaniKeeda’ had to be therefore released during college exam time but did reasonably well considering all the 
challenges it faced in its release.
3549 Suresh Mhatre and Uma Narain /  Procedia Manufacturing  3 ( 2015 )  3543 – 3550 
6. Lessons drawn
So what is the way forward for Bollywood? Here are some pragmatic solutions for small and independent film 
makers interested in producing quality cinema.These are based on both our sectorial studies and on personal 
experiences learnt on the sets of ‘SulemaniKeeda’.
6.1. Superior content
Films with superior content have always done well irrespective of the budget. Films made on literary
masterpieces in the past have got good response from the audiences. A case in point is Vishal Bharadwaj who has 
made three films based on plays by William Shakespeare (Othello – ‘Omkara’, Hamlet – ‘Haider’ and ‘Maqbool’ -
Macbeth); all of which won critical acclaim from masses as well as classes. 
Films on social issues, even though few and far between, do strike a chord with the audiences. As discussed 
earlier, Vidhu Vinod Chopra/RajkumarHirani’s‘LageRahoMunnabhai’ made Gandhiji’s philosophy of non-violence 
popular again. Similarly, a film like ‘3 Idiots’ which deals with freedom of choice of professional careers was a 
super-duper hit.
6.2. Superior use of technology
Use of high end cameras; chroma/green screens in lieu of expensive sets; Apple Macbooks for rough cuts, etc. 
ensure acceptable quality at rates far lower than ever before. Use of animation and high end graphics allow film 
makers the freedom to tackle newer subjects without big budgets.
6.3. Star system
As long as star struck producers and glamour exists, one cannot totally eliminate the star system. However, there 
needs to be a control on the costs not directly linked to film-making/quality of the output.
For big budget films, the budgets are high due to the cost of stars and their support teams (security staff, drivers, 
secretaries, trainers, dieticians, make-up and hair dresser teams, etc.) and their lifestyles (five star hotels, business 
class travel for all); and the publicity campaigns to attract large crowds in the first week. 
In the 70’s, big stars reputedly took over distribution of the film (and therefore a major chunk of the potential 
profits) in one of the big territories (say Bombay) as a means of sharing risk and cost. Currently, the biggies like 
Salman Khan and Shah Rukh Khan are rumoured to pay the producer a fee to produce the films while keeping all 
the revenue for themselves. This could encourage a film maker with good content to approach the big stars to act in 
the film at far lower cost.
6.4. Film festivals
An invitation to exhibit a film in a film festival is almost always a stamp of good quality and content. Film 
festivals around the world promote good cinema and are supported by organizations and agencies who want to 
promote and view good cinema.
6.5. Use of techniques from theatre
Techniques from theatre like flooding the stage with harsh white light, regardless of where the action was taking 
place, and leaving the stage lamps in full view of the audience; making use of minimal props and "indicative" 
scenery; intentionally interrupting the action at key junctures with songs in order to drive home an important point 
or message; and projecting explanatory captions onto a screen or employing placards – can be used in cinema to 
bring the viewer back to reality periodically. This will provide much needed objectivity and thus improve the impact 
of the message.
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In ‘3 Idiots’, the scenes are so written that the drama is carefully balanced with laughter: “If you really analyse 
the emotional, dramatic scenes, you will notice that they incite tears of happiness & hope and not of despair.” says 
Director Raju Hirani in the book ‘Three Idiots: Method in Madness’, (Hirani, 2010) [7].
Since theatre is closest to cinema, these techniques proven on stage could break the illusion of reality; induce
discourse and thus create greater social impact.
6.6. Government subsidy
In India, the government taxes entertainment at almost 50%. When it wants to promote a good film, it waives this 
tax and declares the film ‘tax free’. This is generally passed on to the viewer thus encouraging more sections of
society to view the film.  
6.7. Alternate channels
The government, film societies, television, all have attempted to set up alternate channels for discerning viewers 
but economics always gets in the way.
One way forward seems to be in the proliferation of digital channels. An independent film maker could sell his 
film directly to the digital channel owners (who have a dedicated following in millions of viewers) and ensure a 
steady revenue based on the number of hits. This will eliminate the need for booking of theatres and high overheads 
assisted therein. Smaller budget films will find an immediate release with minimal or no distribution and P&A costs 
while earning 50% of the revenue rather than the current 30%. 
7. The final word
How does one sum up a subject as complex and fast flowing as Indian Cinema? RudlolfArnheim, Professor 
Emeritus of Psychology of Art at the Harvard Universitysums it up best when he states that ‘a film is its own art 
form with a distinctive artistic potential ... you always have to leave something to be interpreted, you have to send a 
message. What does not have a meaning has no place in art.’[10]
Or for that matter in Bollywood.
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